Introduction
Most of the newest economic figures are preliminary. Almost all macroeconomic data is. It is also by far the most interesting data if one is monitoring the economic situation. Producers of commercial economic database services around the world hurry to put it into their computers. Things begin to go wrong when new revised data appears. The quality of the data is probably better, although revised estimates are still in many cases preliminary and will change in the future. The problem is that in most economic databases old preliminary figures are deleted when new revised data is saved.
The principle, thus, is for each variable to have only one observation for each point in time or period. This is a clear principle, and clearness is its main merit. Confusion would be a much worse alternative. Still, revising Einstein's famous remark, "things should be made as clear as possible, but not more so." Changes and revisions are the hallmark of economic data, and databases should provide information about the nature of these changes.
There are studies concerning the properties of preliminary statistical figures and their use in e.g. model building, see (1), (2) and (3). And there is a whole body of literature concerning a technically very closely related issue, forecast errors, see (4). Still, information about preliminary data is scarce compared with the volume of that data.
The solution proposed here is simple. Old preliminary data should not be removed when new data is entered into databanks. Users of new data may then browse older data and thus get a feeling about the frequency and magnitude of revisions. Statistical studies concerning preliminary data would be much easier and cheaper to carry out. The proposed solution can be arranged easily, as almost a by-product of normal data updating procedures.
Section 2 presents a slightly simplified data model, and the rest of the sections describe the structure of ETLA's (the Research Institute of the Finnish Economy) database.
A model of preliminary data structure
Let us assume that statistics on production are published once a year, and that each publication contains figures for three preceding years. The figures are either preliminary, revised or final, according to the following pattern. This may be a research question, a case of reliability of preliminary statistical figures concerning a specific point in time. Or, a business economist, aware of the fact that revisions occur, wishes to have a feeling for previous changes to be able to better judge the uncertainty in newer preliminary figures.
Ouestion 3. How good have first preliminary figures been in relation to final figures?
